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ABSTRACT Bacterial elongation factor P (EF-P) plays a pivotal role in the translation
of polyproline motifs. To stimulate peptide bond formation, EF-P must enter the ri-
bosome via an empty E-site. Using fluorescence-based single-molecule tracking,
Mohapatra et al. (S. Mohapatra, H. Choi, X. Ge, S. Sanyal, and J. C. Weisshaar,
mBio 8:e00300-17, 2017, https://doi.org/10.1128/mBio.00300-17) monitored the cel-
lular distribution of EF-P and quantified the frequency of association between EF-P and
the ribosome under various conditions. Findings from the study showed that EF-P has
a localization pattern that is strikingly similar to that of ribosomes. Intriguingly, EF-P was
seen to bind ribosomes more frequently than the estimated number of pausing events,
indicating that E-site vacancies occur even when ribosomes are not paused. The study
provides new insights into the mechanism of EF-P-dependent peptide bond formation
and the intricacies of translation elongation.
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Of the proteogenic amino acids, proline plays a unique role, providing critical kink
turns in proteins and increasing peptide stability (1). For example, in Mycobacte-

rium tuberculosis, nearly 10% of the coding capacity is spent on translating proteins
containing PE and PPE motifs (2). A less extreme but equally remarkable case is
valyl-tRNA synthetase, which contains a universally conserved triprolyl motif required
for substrate specificity (3). Due to its unique pyrrolidine ring structure, proline is both
a poor peptide bond donor and acceptor, forming peptide bonds with puromycin from
10 to 1,000 times slower than other amino acids (4). Consequently, stretches of prolines
can cause ribosome pausing and translational arrest. Unresolved ribosome pausing at
polyproline motifs in bacteria can lead to loss of motility, virulence, and cell viability (4,
5). Bacteria use elongation factor P (EF-P) to alleviate ribosome pausing on polyproline
motifs. Escherichia coli ribosome profiling data have shown that in the absence of EF-P,
nearly half of PPX (where X is any third amino acid) motifs have a �10-fold-higher rate
of ribosome occupancy than when EF-P is absent, which is indicative of strong pausing
at these motifs (6).

EF-P must be posttranslationally modified at a conserved residue to perform its
function. Genes required for modification are highly pleiotropic, and knockout mutants
mimic phenotypes displayed in efp deletion backgrounds. Though EF-P and its homo-
logues are conserved throughout all domains of life, the structures of the posttransla-
tional modification (PTM) are not. For example, the E. coli and Bacillus subtilis EF-Ps are
modified by the linear (R)-�-lysine and 5-aminopentanol, respectively, while the Pseu-
domonas aeruginosa and Neisseria menengitidis EF-Ps are modified by a cyclic rhamnose
moiety. The exact mechanism of EF-P-mediated ribosome rescue is currently unknown,
but it is speculated that when modified, EF-P increases the stability of the P-site tRNA
and proline within the ribosomal peptidyl transfer center (PTC), possibly changing the
orientation of proline to be more amenable for peptide bond formation (7). Biochem-
ical work suggests that the E. coli EF-P posttranslational modification, (R)-�-lysine,
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significantly increases the association constant between EF-P and the ribosome, though
the mechanism of this phenomenon is unknown (4). Curiously, using the Thermus
thermophilus crystal structure of EF-P bound to the 70S ribosome as a guide, rhamnose-
modified EF-P seems to be unable to reach into the PTC in the same way that linear
modifications would (8). This further confounds our understanding of the role of EF-P
PTM, since structurally diverse modifications seem to play similar roles in facilitating
peptide bond synthesis.

To further investigate the role of EF-P and its PTM in peptide bond formation,
Mohapatra et al. used fluorescence microscopy to identify and quantify the interactions
between EF-P and the ribosome through changes in spatial distribution and diffusion
rates of the two factors (9). The authors of the study aimed to address a critical question
in the field: does EF-P selectively bind ribosomes paused at polyproline motifs via an
empty E-site, or does this interaction occur randomly? Since EF-P accelerates peptide
bond synthesis within paused ribosomes, one possibility is that ribosome pausing is a
prerequisite for EF-P rescue (3). Previous studies have presented evidence that tRNA
translocation during elongation is a modular event, making E-site vacancy rare outside
spontaneous diffusion (10). In this case, only paused ribosomes would have empty
E-sites, and EF-P entry via the E-site would be limited to the population of paused
ribosomes.

To determine the axial distribution and diffusion rate of EF-P and ribosomes in E. coli,
Mohapatra et al. utilized mEos2-tagged EF-P and S2 ribosomal proteins. The utility of
the mEos2 tag was the authors’ ability to specifically follow one to two individually
tagged molecules at a time. By shifting the wavelength emitted through weak laser
excitation, the investigators were able to accurately identify the location of specific
molecules at 2-ms intervals. The data generated in their study provided evidence that
EF-P and the ribosome share a similar distinctive three-peaked distribution, near the
nucleoid and at the cell poles, within an E. coli cell under normal conditions. When the
ribosomal spatial distribution is perturbed by the addition of antibiotics, EF-P distribu-
tion is similarly affected. With addition of the translation-arresting agent chloramphen-
icol, ribosomes and EF-P had a more nucleoid distribution. In contrast, treatment with
a transcription inhibitor, rifampin, caused both factors to be more evenly distributed
throughout the cell. Though distribution of EF-P very strikingly mimics that of the
ribosome, the spatial organizations are not identical. Axial distribution of EF-P is not as
segregated as that of the ribosome, implying that they are not in constant interaction.

As mentioned above, EF-P posttranslational modification has been seen to dramat-
ically increase association between EF-P and the ribosome. To determine the effect of
EF-P modification on its axial distribution, mEos2-tagged EF-PK34A, which cannot be
modified, was expressed from a plasmid in E. coli harboring the chromosomal copy of
wild-type EF-P to prevent defects associated with only nonfunctional EF-P. Axial distribution
of EF-PK34A displayed a pattern similar to that of wild-type EF-P and ribosomes when E. coli
cells were treated with rifampin; there was no obvious spatial organization, similar to
that of a simulated homogeneous distribution. These findings correlate with the in vitro
biochemical data, providing evidence that the K34A mutant has a major decrease in
affinity for the ribosome (4). However, it is difficult to assess the impact that the
continued presence of the wild-type copy of EF-P would have had in these experiments.

To identify the fraction of EF-P that interacts with the ribosome, single-step diffusion
dynamics were determined for EF-P under a variety of conditions. Quantifications of
EF-P–ribosome interactions were made by comparing the rate of diffusion of EF-P to
that of the ribosome and determining the best fit in a two-state model. These states are
“slow,” in which EF-P slows diffusion by interacting with another factor, in this case the
ribosome, and “fast,” in which EF-P is not bound to ribosomes and is freely diffusing. By
comparing the fraction of “slow” EF-P molecules to those which were “fast,” the
Mohapatra group determined the fraction of ribosomes interacting with EF-P. Under
normal conditions, the authors estimated that EF-P interacts with anywhere from 25%
to 100% of translating ribosomes. This is in stark contrast with their findings that about
0.05% of the active E. coli translatome contains a PPX motif, with about 280 motifs
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present per cell. Therefore, EF-P must “interrogate” ribosomes much more frequently
than would be possible if paused ribosomes were the only target.

Curiously, the percentage of total EF-P interacting with ribosomes increases from
30% to 45% when chloramphenicol is added to the cells, possibly due to an increased
number of empty E-sites, and in this case even the “fast” EF-P molecules may be
interacting transiently with ribosomes (inferred from a decrease in the “fast” mean
diffusion coefficient, from 4.3 �m2/s to 1.2 �m2/s). EF-PK34A also conformed to a
two-state model, but both fast and slow diffusion coefficients were strongly divergent
from that of EF-P interacting with a ribosome, implying that EF-PK34A may never interact
with translating ribosomes in a directed manner.

Through investigation of the overall interaction cycle between EF-P and the ribo-
some (about 23 ms), the calculated rate constant of EF-P binding to ribosomes was seen
to be around 100 times lower than if binding was purely based on diffusion rates,
highlighting the intricacies of EF-P interactions with the ribosome. Interestingly, the
amount of time in which EF-P is bound to the ribosome is independent of whether
translation elongation occurs; in effect, EF-P is randomly interacting with ribosomes
independent of pausing. The time between binding events is shorter if translation is
arrested, possibly due to the greater availability of ribosomes with empty E-sites.

Mechanistically, EF-P function is intrinsically tied to the availability of vacant ribo-
somal E-sites. The Mohapatra et al. study showed that not only does EF-P localize with
ribosomes in the cell, but also that it is constantly interrogating ribosomes for available
E-sites. When successful, the time EF-P spends in the E-site is independent of transla-
tional pausing. This paints a picture where EF-P is acting on any open E-site, but only
ribosomes pausing at specific motifs benefit from this event (Fig. 1). Lacking a specific
sequence which recruits EF-P may be advantageous because of the expansive variety
of EF-P-dependent pause motifs and the effect that distal sequences can have on
pausing (11). This mechanism can only be viable if E-sites are empty at a much greater
frequency than previously expected. The original mechanism of immediate occupation
of the vacant E-site by P-site tRNA would not allow for EF-P interrogations occurring
with anywhere from 25% to 100% of translating ribosomes. Frequent E-site vacancy
also provides evidence that translation elongation is a dynamic process in which
translocation of P-site tRNA is not required for E-site tRNA diffusion. The Mohapatra et
al. study findings advance not only the field of EF-P-dependent translation but also that
of general bacterial translation, where a greater understanding of the elongation cycle
is paramount.

FIG 1 Constant interrogation of ribosomes by posttranslationally modified EF-P. (Top row) Independent
of the pausing at an EF-P-dependent (PPX) motif (red circles), EF-P is unable to enter the ribosome via
the E-site if the site is occupied by tRNA. (Bottom row) When the E-site is vacant, modified EF-P is able
to bind to the ribosome. When the ribosome is paused at a PPX motif, the binding event stimulates
peptide bond formation. EF-P binding to ribosomes with empty E-sites due to tRNA diffusion from
actively translating ribosomes does not stimulate peptide bond formation.
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